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Introduction

GROWING VEG AIN’T WHAT IT USED TO BE. A quiet revolution is under way in our veg patches and it’s turning the old, comfy world of flat caps, double-digging and ramrod-straight rows on its head.


A

QUICK ANSWERS

The ‘A’ box under each question offers you the quick and dirty answer in the shortest form possible. Read on for the main text, which offers additional context and plenty of extra detail.



Nowadays, flowers, herbs and edible perennials are creeping in among the allotment carrots and cabbages. Traditional monoculture planting is giving way to riotous cottage-garden jumbles where kale and sprouts share a bed with nasturtiums, lettuces and French beans.

You might see a keyhole garden in one corner, or a bed neatly divided into squares, each densely planted with salads. Some veg patches aren’t even in the ground: these days you’re as likely to find veg growing in windowboxes, on balconies and even on windowsills indoors as edible houseplants. Veg climb up walls, or scramble over the roof, and potatoes grow in pots.

Putting away the spade

We know more about the importance of soil ecosystems and how our plants plug into complex relationships between countless teeming life forms beneath our feet to access nutrients and moisture – so spades are for mulching, not digging, and composting is big. And while growing veg that’s showbench perfect is nice, it seems less important these days than flavour, and how good it is for you to eat. So nobody minds a few holes here and there: and some creepy-crawlies are positively welcome.

This new, more relaxed approach to vegetable growing goes hand in hand with modern-day worries about climate change, biodiversity loss and food security. These weren’t concerns that troubled Victorian gardeners in the 19th century, with their nicotine-and-sulphur scorched earth approach to gardening, but we’ve now realized it’s not an either/or. You can grow your own food in a way that’s positively good for the wider environment.
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21st-century veg growing is all about colour, flavour and variety.



Gardening with a lighter touch

Throughout this book, you’ll learn how to grow vegetables with a lighter footprint on the earth: how to garden without plastic, in ways that encourage biodiversity and help your veg patch lock away carbon, so making your own contribution to tackling climate change.

You’ll also find out how to become more self-reliant, using the resources around you to create compost, save seed and even make garden sundries from beanpoles and trellis to string, plant labels and pots. And you’ll discover how the natural world itself can help you protect your plants from pests and boost plant growth to deliver plentiful harvests full of flavour and excitement.
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Grow your own and your food comes just as nature intended: no chemicals, no plastic, no compromise.



Cutting edge gardening

Chapter one is all about gardening at the cutting edge. Your five a day gets so much more exciting when you can grow your own: if you’ve ever fancied having a go at growing heritage tomatoes, edible flowers, botanicals for boozy cocktails, olives or lemons – this is where you’ll find out how.

You’ll also find 21st-century veg growing techniques explained, from forest gardening and permaculture to no-dig and lasagne beds, allowing you to garden in harmony with the wider world around you. You’ll discover how to harness the power of herbal teas to boost your wellbeing; if you prefer builder’s tea, you’ll discover how to grow that at home, too.

When you grow in unconventional spaces you need to think sideways, and upwards – so chapter two sends you up the wall and onto the roof to extend your growing space wherever you live. Find out how to co-opt patios, windowsills, fences and hedges for growing food, and explore the amazing range of food you can grow in containers, from fruit trees to potatoes. This is also where you’ll find out about innovations like artificial lighting, hydroponics and naturally dwarfing ‘patio’ varieties, so you can grow food even if you have no garden at all.

Building self-reliance

Turn to chapter three to find out how to make the most of the resources around you to grow incredible edibles, from creating your own plant fertilizers to techniques that help ensure pollination. Learn those little gardeners’ tricks to give you better results for less effort, and read how you can manage your garden to enlist the full power of nature on your side. Partner plants that help each other grow better, turn your soil into a powerhouse rich in natural nutrients and use the magic of recycling to boost every plant in your garden using only materials you probably already have. In chapter four, you’ll learn how nature can also be an invaluable ally against pests and diseases. Read about how to diagnose many of the more common diseases you’ll encounter, and what to do about it; and find out how to strike a balance between a healthy garden ecosystem, where slugs and aphids are a valuable part of the food chain, while also guarding your crops so you still have a harvest to pick. Garden alongside and in harmony with your local wildlife and you find natural predators do much of your pest control for you, leaving you free to enjoy planting and harvesting instead.
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Higher temperatures due to climate change are making it more feasible to grow lemons and olives, even in previously cool-climate gardens.



Garden yourself green

Finally, in chapter five you can read how to make the most of your harvest. Just by growing your own food you’re slashing your carbon footprint, lifting yourself out of the carbon-hungry, high-pollution dependency on intensive agriculture, imports and plastic packaging. Follow the advice in these pages and you’ll measure your food miles in metres and eat organic for a fraction of the cost of buying it in the shops. Home-grown food often tastes better, and when it’s picked it’s at the point of ripeness and cooked within minutes of harvest the nutrients are at their peak, too.

So turn the page to leave Victorian veg growing behind and step into a brave new, gentler and kinder world.
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Growing your own is good for you: the amount of fruit and veg people eat increases by an average of 40 per cent when it’s home grown.
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